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COMM 460-02 

FAMILY COMMUNICATION: THE INFLUENCE IT HAS ON AFFECTION IN 

ROMANITC RELATIONSHIPS 

Family relationships, in many ways, can be considered the most important relationships 

in an individual’s life.  The impact the family has on our everyday lives is significant in how we 

develop as individuals and in the way we then communicate and interact in relationships outside 

of our family.  Recognizing how important family relationships are in the development of an 

individual’s socialization as well as their individual communication styles is extremely important 

in how we understand one another’s presence in society.  However, relatively little research has 

been conducted to determine the effect these familial interactions and communication styles have 

on an individual’s socialization development and ability to display affection in romantic 

relationships.  Romantic relationships can be defined as two partners who are in love and 

considered to be in a long-term, intimate relationship (Gonzaga, Keltner, Londahal, & Smith, 

2001).  I will focus on how the family communication experience as a child affects an 

individual’s social outcomes in their romantic relationships, specifically how they display 

affection verbally and nonverbally.  I will formulate my research through the use of the Family 

Communication Patterns theory, as it is fundamental to interpreting the verbal and nonverbal 

communication that takes place in different family types. 

The communication phenomenon I am interested in exploring is family communication, 

both verbal and nonverbal communication.  Therefore the purpose of my study is to understand 

how family communication patterns and family interactions affect our individual communication 

preferences to display affection in romantic relationships later in life.  Specifically, I plan to 
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analyze males and females between the ages of 18 and 25 who are from multiple family 

backgrounds and how they have been affected by their family communication growing up in 

terms of how they communicate emotionally and intimately in their romantic relationships 

formed outside of their family relationships. 

This study will analyze family interactions; parent-child communication and relationship 

development in order to discover how family communication affects individual’s verbal and 

nonverbal displays of affection in their romantic relationships.  I will be utilizing the Family 

Communication Patterns theory so that I am able to target specific family patterns that affect 

one’s preference in displaying these verbal and nonverbal forms of affection with their romantic 

partner.  My research will focus on the different types of affection within the participants’ 

families and how they correlates to the specific ways the participants display affection toward 

their romantic partners. 

Blame it on the Family: Interaction, Backgrounds, and Functioning 

Family communication is significantly important in the way we develop our personal 

communication preferences.  Many studies have been completed that conclude the importance of 

family communication and interaction in an individual’s development.  It is important to 

understand that there is not one simple definition that defines “family” or an exact family type 

that every family can ultimately identify with.  However, Segrin and Flora (2005) attempt to 

define family as, “structure, tasks performed, or interaction, and family communication scholars 

place special emphasis on interaction as a defining feature.”  The different ways families interact 

are the very essence to understanding their family communication styles and patterns. 

People will define their family in different ways.  More importantly, it is necessary to 

understand that we all come from different family backgrounds.  Family backgrounds are 
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identified in multiple forms of language, with some of the more common backgrounds described 

as one of the following or a combination of the following: divorced parents, homosexual parents, 

heterosexual parents, single-parent, step-parent(s), adopted parents, “blood” parents, mom and 

dad, widowed parent, unknown parents, multiple siblings, single-child, half-siblings, and step-

siblings.  It is also important to understand that the way a child defines their parent situation has 

a large impact on the development of the child because the “parent-child relationship is the most 

primary intergenerational relationship in the family, and to some, the very relationship that 

defines a family” (Segrin & Flora, 2005, p. 157). 

Aside from interacting differently and being defined differently, families also function in 

different ways.  In a study conducted by Schrodt (2005), family functioning is determined by the 

family cohesiveness and flexibility according to the family’s expressiveness, which can have a 

major impact on how the family members develop their expressiveness outside of the family.  

For example, a child who perceives their family to have a communication environment that 

encourages a free and open exchange of thoughts and feelings will be more likely to perceive a 

stronger emotional bond with their family, indirectly affecting their comfort with expressing 

themselves in relationships outside of their family. 

Theoretical Grounding 

The Family Communication Patterns Theory, (Koerner & Fitzpatrick, 2006) labels two 

dimensions of family communication and four family types.  The two dimensions of family 

communication are conversation-oriented families and conformity-oriented families, both of 

which have different communication climates.  Conversation-oriented families encourage family 

members to interact and discuss multiple topics openly and freely; these families typically 
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interact on a regular basis.  Conformity-oriented families typically enforce a similarity in their 

belief systems in order to have a common understanding amongst all members.   

The theory also recognizes four different family types: consensual families, pluralistic 

families, protective families, and laissez-faire families.  As defined by Fitzpatrick (2004), 

consensual families respect the structure of the family while also valuing the importance of 

common agreement; pluralistic families focus on the importance of everyone having an opinion 

and being a part of the conversation; protective families care mostly for obedience and authority; 

and laissez-faire families have zero interest in having interactions between families members and 

stay emotionally separated from any controversial topic.  All family types influence the children 

in these families differently.  For example, children from consensual families tend to adapt their 

parents’ views on certain things, while children from laissez-faire families tend to be influenced 

by external social groups (Fitzpatrick, 2004). 

This theory is beneficial to my research because it offers an explanation as to why people 

communicate the way they do based on cognitive orientations in family relationships, as well as 

provide reasoning as to how behavior exists within communication environments and how these 

can affect the way families function and interact.  In researching previous studies that have been 

completed in the field of family communication, the Family Communication Patterns Theory 

was prominent throughout multiple studies, which is another reason why it is seems appropriate 

to form the basis of this research study around a theory well respected in the field. 

Pertinent Contexts 

 While conducting research on studies conducted that pertain to family communication 

and the affect it has on individuals, I was able to find a studies that addressed the overall affect 

family communication has on the individual, but very little research on how it affects the 
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individual’s relationships outside of the family.  In order to formulate a basis for my study, it is 

important to form an understanding of what has been found in studies that have been previously 

conducted.  The below contexts are presented topically in an order that introduces aspects of 

family communication and interaction that provide significant data to improve the understanding 

of how it affects individuals’ relationships. 

Family Interaction 

Before being able to understand the way in which family communication affects an 

individual, it important to realize that levels of interaction within a family can dramatically 

influence an individual’s willingness to communicate with their family as well as with others 

outside their family.  Every family has different levels of interaction.  As stated by Segrin and 

Flora (2005), family members create their own personalized communication climate due to being 

surrounded by one another on a regular basis.  There are specific ways in which families 

typically develop their unique interaction, which is said to be influenced in part by the family’s 

personal interactions, such as traditions, rituals, sharing stories, and keeping secrets (Segrin & 

Flora, 2005).  These interactions “reveal the family’s unique identity and its relationship to the 

outside world” (Segrin and Flora, 2005, p. 74). 

In a study conducted by Barbato, Graham, and Perse (2003), it was found that children 

learn how to communicate by observing how their parents communicate, which leads to the 

assumption that children’s personal communication should correlate with those of their parents.  

Similarly, Barbato, et al. (2003) discusses that “children’s communication motives for talking 

with others was influenced to some extent by their parents’ family communication orientation” 

(p. 143).  Alternatively speaking, Fitzpatrick, Marshall, Leutwiler, and Krcmar (1996) propose 

that “family interaction affects these social outcomes for children through a process of modeling 
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on the part of the child, through parent expectations for appropriate social behavior for boys and 

girls at various ages, and through pressure exerted by families to induce children to conform to 

these expectations” (p. 398).  Family communication exposes children to specific interaction 

strategies in which correlates with their specific family communication climate, produced by 

their interaction. 

Familial interaction is developed by the family members and has an overwhelming effect 

on the family communication climate, as well as each individual’s communication preferences 

and relationship development.  Barbato, et al. (2003) found that family communication exposes 

children to an expectation of consistent interaction patterns and strategies that are appropriate 

when developing relationships outside of the family.  The way the family communicates 

provides grounding for how children establish their interactions because they develop evidence 

through their family of proper interaction climates. 

Parent-Child Communication 

There have been few studies conducted that find a tremendous correlation between 

parent-child communication and romantic partner communication; however the studies that do 

exist offer great insight into the concept that what the child sees and says at home with his/her 

parents, will be similar to how he/she communicates with others.  The communication that takes 

place between parent and child can directly affect the child’s willingness to share information 

and interact in open communication outside of the family. 

The relationship a child has with her/her parent(s) is one of the most important 

relationships in the development of the child and so their communication is significant in terms 

of the child’s communication and comfort with displaying affection verbally and nonverbally.  

Therefore, the impact the parent’s individual communication style has on the child is significant.  
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“Parents and children appear to benefit from synchrony, which refers to not necessarily acting in 

the same way, but at least to maintaining a shared interest in the relationship and interaction” 

(Sergin & Flora, 2005, p.180).   

According to a study by Fujioka and Austin (2002), concept-orientation is associated 

with an open mode of parent-child communication such that parents and children express and 

exchange their ideas and opinions freely and frequently.  This study found that parents’ daily 

interaction with their child develops a means for their control over what influences the child 

negatively and positively, specifically referring to media influences (Fujioka & Austin, 2002).   

Parent-child communication in correlation with family communication types does have a major 

impact on how the parent and child deal with conflict.  Harp, Webb, and Amason (2007), 

discovered in their research study, however, that “while in the family-of-origin, children 

experience different conflict behaviors with their parents; as young adults, they may transfer the 

conflict behaviors employed with their parents’ to conflict with their romantic relationships” (p. 

24). 

Developing Relationships 

Individuals’ socialization outcomes are essential to their ability to interact with others and 

form relationships.  Depending on the family communication style, family members derive their 

belief in their personal socialization abilities through their interactions and communication with 

their other family members.  As stated in a study performed by Huang (1999), the patterns of 

communication within a family can have a dramatic impact on the way individuals conduct their 

social lives, choose their occupation, and can even determine their ability to formulate a healthy 

personality.  It is interesting to take note of how much our families have an impact on the 

development of our individual social skills and the way choose to interact in society.   
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Family interaction and communication norms give us familiarity with certain social 

interactions depending on what we are exposed to socially within the family.  Huang’s (1999) 

study develops this concept further by discovering that the communication patterns that are 

normal within the family influence the individual’s personality to the extent in which the 

individual interacts while developing relationships from scenario to scenario, in order to 

maintain their social approval.   Therefore, not only are a person’s social skills developed 

through family communication, but family relationships aid in the development of an 

adolescent’s sense of self and his/her confidence to interact with people outside of the family 

(Grotevant & Cooper, 1985).   

Certain family types introduce individuals into a world of socialization that builds their 

social outcomes differently.  For example, “individuals from conversation-oriented families were 

found to hold more positive views about themselves, be more likely to discuss personal matters 

with their friends, take leadership roles, and be more sociable than were those from families 

discouraging free and open conversations” (Huang, 1999, p. 240). 

As identified by the multiple research conducted above and the results and conclusions 

that were made by the scholars, there has yet to be specific guidance to the understanding of how 

an individual chooses to display affection based upon the communication they participated in 

growing up with their family.  My research will identify this research gap that exists because I 

was not able to discover how, why and in what way family communication growing up 

determines and how an individual displays affection verbally and nonverbally.  I am hoping that 

through my research I will be able to identify how different family types and interactions affect 

the individuals’ tendency to display affection openly in their romantic relationships.  I will 

expand on the individuals’ romantic relationship development by exploring how parent-child 
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communication with their parents may have affected their tendency to display affection in 

multiple verbal and nonverbal means. 

Methodology 

For the purposes of this study, I have decided to formulate data on this topic using a 

qualitative approach.  I have chosen the qualitative method to better create meaning and 

understanding through interaction with participants as well as through analysis of text and data 

gathered through qualitative methods.  I am interested in analyzing language and having 

discussions with participants so that I am able to understand their family communication patterns 

as well as how they display affection in their romantic relationship.  Through qualitative methods 

I am interested in looking at one’s family communication style in correlation to how they interact 

and communicate with their romantic partner verbally and nonverbally.  Qualitative methods will 

help me develop this understanding because I will be able to have one-on-one conversations with 

the participants, gaining perceptions through hearing the participants’ views and opinions.  In 

order to obtain demographic information about the participants, I would administer a survey for 

the participant to fill out when they first arrive to the interview (see Appendix B). 

RQ1: Does family communication and interaction growing up affect one’s ability to 

display affection in his/her romantic relationships? 

This question will help fill the research gap because it will develop data that displays the effect 

family communication has on specific verbal and nonverbal displays of affection in relationships 

outside of the family, particularly romantic relationships.  It has already been shown that family 

communication does effect individuals, however this specific research question addresses a 

phenomenon that would create an understanding of the affect it has on romantic relationships, 

something that affects nearly every individual to some capacity. 
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RQ2: Does the level of affection that occurs between parent and child determine how the 

child will display affection with their romantic partner? 

This question will help fill the research gap because it identifies the correlation between how the 

parent and child relationship displayed reflection and how that relationship may affect that level 

of affection displayed in a relationship with a romantic partner.  This question not only addresses 

parent-child communication, I also identifies the level of affection that occurred between the 

parent and child, as well as how it has existed in any romantic relationship they have. 

Sampling 

For this study, I will be studying an array of individuals.  There will be different 

categories that I will be targeting in order to get a significant understanding of my research.  My 

sample will consist of college-aged students, particularly ages 18 to 25.  This age group is 

significant to my study because the participants would not be living at home persistently 

communicating with their families, but instead have begun developing as individuals outside of 

their family lifestyle.  Also, this age group is typically living independently, after living with 

their family regularly but before beginning to foster their own family.  I would like to get an 

equal sample from both the male and female gender in order to develop an understanding of the 

potential differences that occur amongst the genders.  As for race and culture, I am skeptical that 

I am going to be able to control this aspect of my research due to the demographics at Longwood 

University, however I am hoping that through my research I am able to target multiple races and 

cultures to discover any similarities or differences that may exist between the races and cultures. 

Procedure 

I will be conducting field interviews to gather data for this research question.  The basis 

of a field interview is to collect information based upon the opinions and perceptions of the 
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participant gathered through a face-to-face conversation between the interviewer and the 

interviewee (Ketyon, 2010).  Interviews are more successful when open questions are asked as 

well as follow-up questions pertaining to the responses that are given.  Interview questions will 

be created prior to the interview taking place, as well as some prepared follow-up questions in 

case it takes a few more questions to get a useful response out of the respondent.  During an 

interview it will be important to actively listen to the respondent, ensuring that I am obtaining all 

necessary information, but also maintaining an interactive conversation.  Prior to the start of the 

interview, I plan to administer a short survey with demographical questions, so that I am able to 

interpret the data across multiple concepts, however emphasizing that all information obtained 

will remain confidential. 

The topic area of my interview questions will be the effect family communication has on 

one’s style of displaying affection verbally and nonverbally in his/her romantic relationships.  

The types of questions I will be developing will address my communication phenomenon and 

allow for the respondents to feel comfortable answering any questions at any level.  To see a 

sample of my interview questions, please refer to Appendix A.  This procedure is appropriate for 

my study because I am able to have an idea of what topics will be covered during the interview 

and obtain factual information pertaining to the point of view of the participants (Keyton, 2010). 

Conclusion 

 Romantic relationships are a type of human interaction that is very intriguing and can be 

complex, but how we all interact and communicate differently these relationships—often in ways 

that are beyone our control.  Multiple studies have determined that we are all influenced by the 

way our families communicate and interact while growing up to some degree.  However, what 

we do not know for sure is how much our family communication and interactions affect how we 
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experience interaction in our romantic relationships later in life, particularly in the way we 

display affection verbally and nonverbally towards our romantic partners.  Through this study, I 

hope to discover just this by hosting interviews with college students ages 18-25.  Based on the 

Family Communication Patterns theory, this study will incorporate the family types and 

communication climates typically found in families and develop a new understanding of how 

individuals communicate in romantic relationships and develop their displays of affection based 

upon their family communication patterns.  
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Appendix A: Research Instruments—Preliminary Interview Questions 

1. What types of things does your family do to express their love and affection for one 

another? 

This question will be helpful to the research of my study because it will give me a basis 

for the communication environment the individual grew up in.  The different ways a 

family expresses their affection and love for one another can reflect the level in which 

they communicate. 

2. In your romantic relationships, what are statements you use to express intimacy with one 

another? 

This question will be helpful in an interview because it will give me specific data and 

textual statements to use as examples of communication that occurs in relationships 

outside of the family as compared to how they answer question “a” above.   If the 

individual is not in a romantic relationship, this can still be portrayed in an example of 

their closest friend. 

3. How often do you tell your family members that you love them? 

a.  Is this different depending on the family member? 

4. Do you and your romantic partner say, “I love you”? 

5. Describe the relationship you have with each of your family members? 

a. Who in your family do you feel that you are closest to? 

6.  Do you feel a stronger level of affection with your romantic partner than you do with 

your family members? 

7. Describe the atmosphere that exists in your family in terms of communication and 

interaction. 
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Appendix B: Research Instruments—Preliminary Demographic Survey Questions 

1. Gender: 

a. Male 

b. Female 

2. Age: 

a. 18 

b. 19 

c. 20 

d. 21 

e. 22 

f. 23 

g. 24 

h. 25 

3. Race: 

a. White/Caucasian 

b. Black/African American 

c. Hispanic 

d. European 

e. Other: __________ 

4. Family Type—Circle all that Apply: Parents divorced, 2 heterosexual parents, 2 

homosexual parents, single mother, single father, parents separated, step mom, step dad, 

adopted parents, unknown parents, widowed parent, single child, 1 sibling, multiple 

siblings, half siblings 


